A dual long-term effect of breastfeeding on atopy in relation to heredity in children at 4 years of age.
The long-term effect of early feeding on atopic sensitization is still unsolved. The aim of this study was to evaluate the long-term effect of breastfeeding on atopy in groups of 4-year-old children stratified by atopic heredity. We collected four groups of 4-year-old children from a birth cohort: two groups with differing backgrounds of atopic heredity, all exclusively breast-fed for at least 3 months; and two groups with differing atopic heredity, but all fed with cow's milk-based formula during their first weeks. The data were collected with a questionnaire, skin prick testing, and measurement of serum total and allergen-specific IgE levels. Breastfeeding significantly decreased the risk of allergic rhino-conjunctivitis [odds ratio (OR) 0.41, 95% confidence interval (CI) 0.18-0.95] and sensitization to furred pets, as measured by skin prick results, in children with atopic heredity, whereas in children without atopic heredity, breastfeeding was related to an increased risk of symptomatic atopy (OR 2.57, 95% CI 1.16-5.70), and high serum IgE values. A significant interaction was found between heredity and breastfeeding. The long-term effect of breastfeeding was dual: in children with atopic heredity, breastfeeding protected against atopy, whereas in children without atopic heredity, it increased the risk of atopy.